The Caribbean has experienced considerable fluctuations with many of the small island-nations of the Region being highly vulnerable to socio-political, environmental and economic changes. The Caribbean Tourism Association (CTO) contends that this Region is highly dependent on tourism, possibly more than any other region in the world, but globalization has left the countries of the Region with limited economic alternatives. The result is that tourism has emerged as the largest employer and the foremost foreign exchange earner in the Region. This survey research study, data from which were analyzed with SPSS for Windows, explored three research questions and identified the Region's strengths, assets and issues as perceived by stakeholders at the CTO's 2010 Sustainable Tourism Conference. People, culture and favorable weather were identified as strengths. However, critical issues such the absence of clear political and policy directions, loss of biodiversity and natural resources, need for more efficient zoning and land use planning for integrated tourism development, and insufficient stakeholder involvement were characterized as challenges that must be addressed. Recommendations are proposed.
Introduction

Global Significance of the Tourism Industry
The tourism industry is recognized as a major development strategy for countries and regions worldwide. This industry is considered vital to tackling global economic challenges. In spite of the unpredictability of the global economy, the tourism industry has continued to grow, albeit, at different regional rates. Encompassing transportation, lodging, dining, leisure activities and services for travelers, the travel and tourism industry is one of the largest industries in the world and a major generator of jobs bringing significant social, cultural and economic, and benefits to the global economy.
This industry caters to travelers or tourists who are, as defined by World Tourism Organization (UNWTO, 1995) , persons "traveling to and staying in places outside their usual environment for not more than one consecutive year for leisure, business and other purposes". The 1991 Manila Declaration on World Tourism defined tourism as an "activity essential to the life of nations because of its direct effects on the social, cultural, educational and economic sectors of national societies and on their international relations" (UNWTO, 1995) . The industry's importance as a major social and economic development strategy was recognized during the Rio Earth Summit in1992, when the UN Conference on Environment and Development identified Travel and Tourism as a key economic sector which could positively contribute to sustainable development. The Summit led to the implementation of Agenda 21, an all-inclusive action plan adopted by governments to provide a global plan for sustainable development. The Travel and Tourism industry was first to launch an action plan based on Agenda 21. 
* Estimates
It has been advanced that the Caribbean is highly reliant on tourism to support peoples' livelihoods, more than any other region in the world (Nurse, 2007) . But globalization has left the island nations of the Caribbean with limited alternative economic options, and tourism has now emerged as the largest employer and the foremost foreign exchange earner in the Region. Nurse (2007) also claims that CTO members have one percent of the world's population but attract three percent of global tourism arrivals and expenditure each year. UNWTO (2011) estimated the Caribbean's market share at 2.1% in 2010. The Caribbean tourism industry exhibited sustainable levels of growth, amid the turbulence in the marketplace during 2011 (Smith, 2012) . CTO also contends that recovery from the 2008/2009 global financial crisis and economic recession began in 2010 and is showing signs of continuing. Furthermore, the CTO estimates that overall the Caribbean received 23.8 million tourists in 2011, a 3.3% increase from 2010. Nevertheless, the Organization acknowledges that there are signs that the Region is still vulnerable, as the data revealed uneven growth among the countries and revenue continuing to lag behind arrivals (Smith, 2012) .
The contribution of tourism to socio-economic development is closely correlated with receipts and spending in the national economy. International tourism receipts by regions of the world including the Americas' sub-regions are presented in Table 2 . Growth in international tourism revenues in 2010 was assessed at 4.7%. This was measured in real terms, using local currencies at constant prices adjusting for fluctuation in exchange rates and inflation. UNWTO (2011) estimated that international tourism receipts reached US$919 billion in 2010, up from US$851 billion in the previous year, an increase of over 250% from 1990. This shows that the recovery in international tourism receipts (4.7%) lagged that of international arrivals (6.6%). The same pattern is seen in the Caribbean with a growth of 3.0% in tourist arrivals between 2009 and 2010 and a 2.1% in international receipts during the same time period. UNWTO (2011) contends that this is characteristic of recovery periods when, after major shocks, arrivals tends to recover faster than revenues, competition is stronger and suppliers make concerted efforts to contain prices, and tourists also tending to travel closer to home and take short trips. In 2010, UNWTO (2011) also estimated that the Caribbean had higher receipts per arrival ($1,180) than the worldwide average ($980). 
Focus of Study
Tourism is considered a significant driver of sustainable economic growth and development for the Caribbean region. Grandoit (2005) indicated that many development agencies in the international arena have promoted the tourism industry as a development tool for small countries like those in the Caribbean which have no "real" viable alternatives for economic development. However, although the Region has experienced relatively high levels of wealth creation and GDP per capita, at the same time the Region has had to contend with issues of high levels of poverty, rising food and fuel costs, weak governmental accountability, vulnerability to dangerous natural events and climate change, and poor overall economic diversification (UNDP, 2009). In addition, concern has been mounting about the negative impacts of the tourism industry particularly on cultural and natural resources. This research explores the perspectives of Caribbean tourism stakeholders to identify perceived strengths and assets of the Region and to assess challenges and opportunities faced by the Region's tourism industry. The primary questions addressed in this study were:
What are the Caribbean's primary tourism assets/strengths?
II. Which regional organization/agency/institution has had the greatest impact on or made the greatest contribution to the Region's tourism sector?
III.
What are critical factors which hinder or negatively impact the development, growth and sustainability of the Region's tourism sector?
Interest and Importance of Stakeholder Perception in Tourism Research
Increasing attention has been given to residents' and stakeholders' perceptions of the impact of tourism and a significant number of studies have emerged focusing particularly on the perceptions and attitudes towards socio-cultural impacts (Wall & Mathieson, 2006) . Existing literature suggests several reasons for this. Evaluation of residents' perceptions could be a valuable component identifying and measuring tourism impact (Getz, 1994) . In fact, the majority of tourism impact studies have been conducted through measuring residents' attitudes and the effects that are perceived by community residents' (Zhang et al., 2006) . In addition to identifying residents' perception for improvement of quality of life, identifying residents' attitudes is important in determining level of public backing for tourism expansion as well as the available opportunities, or in evaluation of perceptions of problems that should be solved (Williams & Lawson, 2001) . By determining the attitudes of local populations, programs can be designed and implemented to minimize conflict between tourists and residents (Lankford & Howard, 1994) and therefore to pursue the goal of sustainable tourism.
The body of literature examining local residents' attitudes towards tourism reflects a wide variety of conclusions. The general consensus is that there are numerous factors that may influence residents' attitudes and also residents hold diverse opinions about tourism development (Mason & Cheyne, 2000) . Even though some literature has observed inconsistent relationships between a variant of socio-economic factors influencing residents' perception (Milman & Pizam, 1988) , Cordero (2008) UNDP (2009) concludes that the situation within the Caribbean can be characterized as a 'development paradox' due to the fact that, while many of the countries have achieved and/or maintained relatively high levels of GDP per capita and economic growth, financial prosperity, political stability and infrastructure development, there remains substantial under-employment, poverty, gender and social inequities and weak institutional capacities. CTO (2007) contends that tourism in the Caribbean is dependent on a mix of man-made, natural, cultural, and social assets. These include favorable climate, the tourism plant, infrastructure, natural amenities, access to clean and sufficient water supplies, access to readily available and relatively inexpensive supply of energy, financial services, healthy environments, sufficient supplies of food, and social accord. Nevertheless, increasing costs of fuel and food, weak public accountability, modest distributive societal mechanisms, poor overall economic diversification, and susceptibility to extreme climatic events point to the many pressing and sensitive trials that face the Region in attempting to balance success and threats (UNDP, 2009).
At both the regional and sub-regional levels, the Caribbean is undergoing major economic change due to globalization and the push towards competitive and open markets and economic integration. Driven by CARICOM's Caribbean Single Market and Economy initiative, this process pursues the transformation of the Region into a more sustainable, globally-oriented standard of development linked to world markets (UNDP, 2009) . While these changes have benefited the island economies, they have also created issues related to the impartial distribution of resources and the need to synchronize political and economic management systems. 
Methodology
In an attempt to identify, measure, and analyze the strengths, challenges and opportunities critical to the Region's tourism sector, perspectives were sought from participants who attended the Caribbean Tourism Organization's Sustainable Tourism Conference in Barbados in May 2010. Conference participants represented the range of regional tourism stakeholders (elected officials, professionals, technocrats, administrators, tour operators, hoteliers, academia, and other service providers). The research strategy involved the use of a questionnaire administered to a convenience sample of Conference participants. The questionnaire was divided into three parts. Part I consisted of four questions which sought to assess the demographics, employment status and affiliation of respondents. Part II, comprised of four questions, focused on respondents' perception of and satisfaction with the level of growth and development realized in the Tourism Sector as well as the challenges/options and future outlook for the Sector. The focus of Part III, made-up of a single question, was on regional tourism-related organizations whereas Part IV, consisting of three questions, examined participation in the Conference.
Although the results of analysis based a convenience sample are not usually used to assess the opinions of the entire study population, the researchers felt this methodology was appropriate in this particular example, given the exploratory nature of the study. The intent, however, was to gain input from the entire population of Conference participants. In this regard, through several conference announcements, all participants were invited to and had ample opportunities to participate in the study.
Twenty (27%) of the estimated 100 participants at the Conference completed questionnaires. Several published studies have reported similar or smaller response rates. For example, Nordquist (2006) reported a 29% response rate, while a 15% response rate was reported by Reiss, Schoenig and Wright (2006) . Thus, given the exploratory nature of this study the small number of respondents was considered acceptable. Any follow-up studies, however, should seek to ensure a higher response rate to facilitate hypothesis testing and to enable more robust analysis.
SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) was used for data analysis. This software is among the most widely used programs for statistical analysis in social science. Descriptive statistics, cross tabulations, correlation analyses and a cluster analysis were performed on the data to answer the research questions.
Results and Discussions
Demographic Profile of Respondents
A total of 27 persons responded to the questionnaire of which 26% were males, 59% females, and 15% did not identify their gender. Forty-five percent of the respondents were between 41 to 50 years old. Furthermore, the results show that 3.7% of the respondents were in the 20 to 25 age range and a similar percentage in the 36 to 40 age category. The highest number (48%) of the respondents was of Black/Afro-West Indian decent whereas 7.4% of the respondents identified themselves as members of the Region's Carib Indian/Indigenous population.
A majority of the respondents, (56%), represented island states rather than regional or international organizations. The respondents were predominantly long term residents who were highly educated. Forty-eight percent lived in their respective country of residence for 10 years or more, 33% had completed a four year college degree while 44% had masters' degrees. The respondents represented diverse sectors -the private sector was represented by 26%, NGOs by 11%, and governmental agencies by 37%. Thirty percent of respondents have been involved in the tourism industry for 6 to 10 years. Tables 4 and 5 summarize of the respondents' demographic and social characteristics.
The demographic characteristics of the sample as illustrated through the analyses are reflective of the overall demographics of the population of Caribbean tourism stakeholders. The low participation of persons in the 20 to 25 age range in the study is a reflection of limited youth involvement in the Region's tourism sector, particularly at the management or agency representative level. 
Regional Tourism Assets/Strengths
Although tourism has become a very effective approach for communities to expand their social, economic, and environmental prospects, it is important that tourism activities are viable and in line with the community's vision. Identification of assets, weaknesses, and opportunities would enable the Region to identify core elements for re-branding, formulating a roadmap detailing the strategic direction for product development and enhancing the sector's competitiveness, and ultimately improve the tourists' experience.
Travelers' changing demographic and socio-economic conditions have implications for the products they prefer and their motivations for travel. Therefore, it is imperative for the Region to develop a sound understanding of its assets and strengths to facilitate appropriate marketing and promotion efforts to the new and discriminating traveler. In addition, knowledge of the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats to tourism in the Region will enable better long term planning, the generation of new investments, increased targeted marketing and promotion efforts and ultimately an improved quality product. Asset mapping helps to identify opportunities that seek to use and build on these existing resources and is an important initial step in projects that are designed towards community transformation.
Respondents were asked to identify what they considered the most important community assets for tourism. Approximately thirty-three percent (33.3%) rated culture as the primary asset whereas almost 30% rated both the Region's friendly people and favorable weather as the two second most important assets (Figure 2 ). However, among the top five, participants ranked people highest (81.5%), followed by weather (74.1%), beaches and water bodies (70.4%) and cuisine (59.3%) (Figure 3) . Even though 33.3% ranked culture as number one, only 48.1% of the respondents considered culture among the top five of the Region's primary assets and strengths.
Several studies have discussed the notion of community resources which can be used as a base for community development. Identifying and mobilizing community assets can help to enable community residents to enrich their lives. Improvement endeavors are more effective and last longer when members of the community dedicate their time, collective wisdom, and talents to help secure changes they desire. In tourism planning it is important to recognize the kinds of resources that are available in a given region and how individuals and agencies can work together with the community to marshal these assets to help the community achieve its goals. Pearson product-moment correlation analysis of selected issues/variables reveals a number of statistically significant relationships. For example, 'deterioration of existing infrastructure' and the 'absence of a clear political and policy direction' produced an r = 0.513 at α=0.01 whereas correlation between 'deterioration of existing infrastructure' and 'inadequate tourism support services' resulted in r = 0.511 at α = 0.01. Similar relationships also exist between 'a lack of integrated zoning and land use planning' and 'loss of biodiversity and natural resources' (r = 0.402, α = 0.05) and the 'lack of capital for new tourism plants' and 'inadequate marketing and promotion of destinations' (r = 0.415, α = 0.05) ( Table 7) . The results indicate concern for a clear direction from the political directorate to plan, develop and manage tourism which, if not done properly, can contribute to further deterioration of existing infrastructure. * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
Overall, 62.9% of the respondents either agreed and/or strongly agreed that the impact of regional tourism was positive ( Figure 5 ). Nurse (2007) supports this finding, contending that regional tourism creates jobs and wealth and has great capacity to contribute to the sustainable development efforts in the Region. It is also one of the few likely possibilities for development and there is a strong prospect that the industry will continue to grow. Although respondents considered the tourism industry's impact as being overall positive the industry has some inherent weaknesses which can negatively impact the Region. Grandoit (2005) illustrate that the island economies are export-oriented; resulting in these economies being highly dependent on external consumers and that marketing and consumption of the tourism product is mainly based on the experiences and desires of the tourist. Harrill (2004) contends that this industry is becoming an important element of economic development strategies world-wide. Furthermore, he states that planners who have conventionally considered industrial development as the only viable mode of economic development are now considering tourism a feasible option as the traditional businesses relocate because of lower labor and resource costs. Grandoit (2005) also addresses the issue of sustainability in small island economies. He notes that if tourism's use as a development tool is to be continued, policymakers must address the environmental vulnerabilities of these islands and pursue viable policies that address the driving forces and pressures sustained by these countries, if sustainable development is one of the Region's goals.
A cluster analysis was run on 27 cases, each responding to items on demographics (gender, age, years of involvement), on their attitudes to issues facing the tourism industry. A hierarchical cluster analysis using Ward's method produced three clusters. Eleven respondents were classified in cluster 1, eight in cluster 2 and eight in cluster 3. Cross tabulations between the nominal variables (gender, age and years of involvement) and the cluster variables indicate that cluster 1 was composed of all females, 64% of whom were 41 years and older and 91% of whom were involved in the tourism industry for 6 years and over. Cluster 2 was predominantly males, 50% of who were over 60 years of age and 75% were involved over 6 years in the industry. Cluster 3 was comprised equally of males and females, 50% of whom were under 35 years old and 83% were involved 6 years and more in the tourism industry. A one-way ANOVA was run to determine which classifying variables were significantly different between groups. The between group means are significant only for four of the ten issues 
Organizations Critical to Regional Tourism Development
Participants were asked their opinions about the contributions of a number of public and private sector agencies and non-governmental organizations to the development of tourism in the Caribbean. Results are captured in Figure 6 . Seventy percent of the respondents rated the CTO and public sector tourism agencies in respondents' countries of residence as the organizations which make the most important contribution to regional tourism.
CTO, recognized as a major regional tourism body, provides a forum for the public and private sectors interested in developing, improving and promoting the Caribbean's tourism product and services. Comprised of over 32 member countries and allied members from the private sector (Silva, 2002 ), CTO's mission is to provide, to and through its members, the services and information needed for the development of sustainable tourism for the economic and social benefit of the Caribbean people. CTO provides a forum for discussion with governments and policy makers regarding issues that are critical to the overall health of the industry and allows for decisions Vol. 7, No. 1; 2014 sustainable development. However, resources are inadequate in some sectors and in most countries, and mechanisms for dialogue between government and offshore companies and investors are not fully developed. In addition, there is sometimes a lack of fruitful dialogue between government and the private sector on impacts and standards (UNDP 2009). Mather and Todd (1993) conclude that tourism in the Caribbean is both a vital economic activity and also one in which the Region should at least be able to maintain its market share. In order to achieve this, however, it will be necessary for the public and private sectors to work much more closely together and for the Region to adhere to the accepted norms with regard to cooperation and coordination.
Efficient partnerships can result in integrating travel and tourism policy into broader government regulations and incentives for the industry. Public/private partnerships can also assist in planning and developing infrastructure with a long term view and develop indicators and impact evaluation tools to permit effective local management and suitable development. Regional coordination can lead to consistency in approaches to tourism product development, coordination of destination management, identification and development of specialized tourism attractions, natural and cultural heritage conservation, and data collection. The private sector can pledge to place sustainable development issues at the center of its management agenda and provide innovative processes and application through new technologies.
Summary and Conclusion
The tourism industry in the Caribbean is at a cross-road. The findings of this study indicate that the Region's major asset is its human capital. Human capital, a key component of community capital, has an important positive impact on economic development. The socio-economic advantages and benefits of tourism to the Region are largely dependent upon how the local population participates in the industry.
Respondents felt that the locals are not actively involved in the Region's tourism industry. Although human capital was identified as the Region's major tourism asset, participants felt that the tourism strategy has not been sufficiently aligned towards local community improvement. This may be due in part to the fact that much of the Caribbean's present tourism products and services are principally administered by profit driven private enterprises including international hotel chains, airline companies and tour operators. Another possible explanation is the absence of an integrated national or regional approach to tourism development. This points to the need for a carefully crafted regional approach to engage the locals at all levels of the industry including the development of a policy framework, funding training programs, mentorships and succession planning strategies. The continued survival and long term viability of the Region's tourism sector hinges, to a large degree, on the extent to which the Region's people understands the critical importance of the sector to the Region's socio-economic survival as well as to their future well-being. In addition, CTO (n.d) stresses the importance of community-based tourism and contends that the resources of some local communities have been exploited with the locals receiving minimal benefits. CTO emphasizes the need for active involvement and enabling of local people to reap sufficient benefits from the tourism industry.
Several initiatives have been developed to promote and bring local entrepreneurs into the Caribbean's tourism supply chain. Yet much more must be done to ensure the tourism industry makes a more meaningful contribution to poverty alleviation and sustainable development through developing linkages with other productive formal and informal sectors.
Participants considered the cultural heritage of the local population as one of the Region's major strengths. According to the publication, Competing with the Best: Good Practices in Community-Based Tourism in the Caribbean, "…communities are the carriers of culture and lifeboats to the future" (CTO, n.d.). This suggests that tourism activities in the Caribbean should seek to have a community focus whenever feasible. CTO (n.d) also advocates that tourism should be "of, by, for and with the full consent and embrace of the community and defining it in any other way would marginalize efforts that should be at the heart of sustainable development". CTO proposes an operational definition of sustainable community-based tourism as: "A collaborative approach to tourism in which community members exercise control through active participation in appraisal, development, management and/or ownership, in whole or in part, of enterprises that delivers net socio-economic benefits to community members, conserves natural and cultural resources and adds value to the experiences of local and foreign visitors. This encompasses both tourism activities in a community and goods and services supplied to the tourism industry by one or more community members". Sub-sectors such as ecotourism/nature tourism and cultural tourism have good potential for the Region. These can enable stronger stakeholder involvement and local participation.
An important concern for respondents was the absence of a clear political and policy direction. The relationships between tourism and other sectors of the Region's economy are often poorly understood and often not evident.
Poor coordination, lack of collaboration, and 'turf protection' have frequently surface between national agencies with mandates for the management of the country's tourism resources. The results have been duplication of efforts, poor resource management, and reduced efficiency and effectiveness, among others. Individually, Caribbean governments have often expressed commitments to the growth and development of the tourism industry. However, at the regional level the coordination of these proposed policy actions has been limited. The need for stronger regional commitment is therefore obvious. The regional focus is important because unwillingness by neighboring countries to manage shared resources such as the Caribbean Sea and the reluctance to address common threats such as airlift can undermine local accomplishments and render them ineffective.
Concerns expressed by the study's participants about the lack of integrated zoning and land-use planning and the related loss of biodiversity and natural resources highlight the importance of developing Land Use Plans and Tourism Master Plans. These Plans must reflect national perspectives but should be consistent with regional and global initiatives and realities. Regional collaboration can complement local efforts, facilitating the optimization of the region's human, financial and other resources. Climate change mitigation and adaptation are possible avenues for regional collaboration. Climate change impacts both the length and quality of the tourism season. Climate change influences tourism demand in some regions, because it impacts the natural environment in ways that can either entice or discourage visitors (Simpson et al., 2011) . Much of the Region's tourism-related natural resources and infrastructure are located in the coastal zone. These assets are currently threatened because of climate change. For governments, entrepreneurs in the tourism sector, and society as a whole, climate change is a new reality. Increasingly, investors' investments decisions are informed and guided by climate change related risk assessments (Simpson et al., 2011) .
The opinions of the participants support the Social Exchange Theory perspective, the theoretical framework used for this study. This theory contends that people estimate the overall value of a specific relationship by deducting its costs from the returns it provides. For this study, the supposition is that returns of growth and development results are primarily financial gains while the costs include social and environmental impacts. Respondents were asked to rate the factors that hinder or negatively impact the development, growth and sustainability of the Region's tourism sector. In addition, they were asked to rate the overall impact of the tourism industry. In this study, the respondents felt that the overall worth of the tourism industry to the Region is positive, thus people are likely to continue to support the industry. This overall result supports the social exchange perspective, i.e. the socio-economic benefits of the tourism industry outweigh the social and environmental costs.
The development of a 'regional tourism master plan' with a focused analysis of the challenges and opportunities available to the Region along with inter-regional development strategies is one recommendations being advanced based on the findings of this study. Each CTO member state has unique characteristics and contexts for tourism development. However, long term tourism sustainability in these states is very dependent upon their ability to strengthen and effectively participate on the regional and international tourism landscape. The development of strong and well-coordinated partnerships between local communities, NGOs, the private sector, regional associations and organizations, and national governments, to promote regional sustainable tourism can contribute towards the realization of that goal. Such 'real' partnerships will provide the platform and environment for the formulation and implementation of clear and concise community-based tourism policies and strategies, adoption of a multidisciplinary perspective, facilitate integrated approach to development, and conceptualization of a widely acceptable regional tourism development and marketing program. Continuous evaluation and monitoring of these collaborative approaches would be critical for long term success.
Another possible avenue for the Region's consideration is the strengthening and promotion of domestic tourism partly because its ability to counteract the seasonal nature of international tourism. Skanavis and Sakellari (2011) indicate that few studies have analyzed the domestic tourism demand probably due to the difficulty in tracking domestic tourists and the strong foreign exchange earnings that are derived from the international tourism industry. Skanavis and Sakellari (2011) , however, felt that education was the key to unlocking the potential of domestic tourism for developing countries.
Much of the Region's current tourism products highlight assets such as sun, sea and sand. However, in the long term efforts must be made to enhance and diversify the Region's tourism product, capitalizing on the unique characteristics of member states. An important objective of the proposed partnership should be to ensure that maximum benefits are enjoyed by the local population and that the tourists' experiences remain positive. Obviously, these recommended strategies and approaches must be framed in a long term context, yet must be flexible, credible, and transparent if desired objectives are to be realized.
